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Postcards from Paradise
Christina Darko ’21
I. Introduction
Cuba has a complicated racial history. Like many other countries, Cuba was colonized by the
Europeans during the Age of Exploration. After the Spanish arrived in Cuba during the sixteenth
century, they virtually wiped out Cuba’s indigenous population through a combination of military
conquest, enslavement, and diseases carried by Spaniards.1 By the end of the 1700s, Cuba had a large
population of enslaved Africans who supported Cuba’s sugar economy.2 Over a million enslaved
Africans were brought to Cuba before slavery was abolished in 1886.3 As Cubans fought to become
independent from Spaniards in 1868, racial differentiation and discussion on race were discouraged in
society. Independence ethos merged Cubans into one national, non-racial body, disregarding Cuba’s
black population. By the time of the Cuban Revolution, Cuba had many racial problems stemming
from racial discrimination and inequality that the Cuban state had not addressed. The Cuban
Revolution pushed many policies that closed some socio-economic gaps between Cuba’s black and
white population. However, when the US dollar was reintroduced into the Cuban economy,
particularly with the opening up of Cuban tourism, socio-economic gaps reemerged. Cuba’s redollarization disproportionately affected Afro-Cuban women, who were hyper-sexualized for economic
gain. This essay examines the history of racial discourse in Cuba to understand how race affected AfroCuban women’s lives during Cuba’s Special Period. It will focus on Afro-Cuban women in Cuba’s
tourism industry and the resulting hyper-sexualization of black women that erased their Afro-Cuban
identity in the process. Finally, it will look at different ways in which Afro-Cuban women have
challenged those negative stereotypes and reclaimed their identities.
II. Historiography: Pre-Revolution vs. Post-Revolution Conceptions of Race
Historic literature about race in Cuba is limited. Many Cuban researchers up until recently were
unable to publish articles on race because the government prohibited discussing dissenting ideas,
particularly regarding race.4 Therefore, scholars have had trouble obtaining first-hand accounts about
race from Afro-Cubans.5 Of late, few scholars have studied race in Cuba. Literature about historical
conceptions of race in Cuba can be divided into two historical eras: pre-Revolution and postRevolution. The lack of sources from Afro-Cubans about racial disparities and inequalities points to
the fact that racial topics were not discussed publicly in Cuba’s early history. Most scholarship on race
in pre-Revolutionary Cuba examines how racial conceptions developed due to Cuba’s colonial and slave
history. Because of Cuba’s long history with slavery and colonial systems, racist structures have persisted,
which has kept black Cubans tied to their colonial past. During Cuba’s fight for independence in the
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late nineteenth century, independence ideology promoted racial unity. There was no ideological
separation between black and white Cubans. Afro-Cubans were just Cuban.6 Aviva Chomsky argues
that national independence became associated with racial unity and racial equality in Cuba, but this
ideology did not absolve Cuba from anti-black racism and discrimination.7 Additionally, race-based
political groups formed by Afro-Cuban activists in Cuba’s independence era were prohibited, which
hindered the formation of black identity. This information has led to disagreement amongst scholars
about how racially unequal Cuban society was before the Cuban Revolution. This disagreement is due
in part to the lack of access to historical sources on racial inequality in Pre-Revolutionary Cuba. For the
revolutionaries who viewed the Cuban Revolution as a unique historical moment, any discussion that
hinted at the prevalence of racism in Cuba would have undermined the claim of racial equality brought
by that Revolution.8
Alejandro De la Fuente, a prominent Cuban Revolution scholar, wrote about the Cuban
Revolution’s impact by dissecting whether racial inequality and discrimination were an issue in PreRevolutionary Cuba. Through census data, De la Fuente uncovered that Cuba’s black population had
lower literacy and participation rates in the national economy before the Revolution than white
Cubans.9 In addition, black Cubans were overrepresented in the economy’s low sectors while being
underrepresented in professional services.10 Revolutionaries sought to eliminate racial inequalities which
they viewed as a derivative of the capitalistic system.11 Revolutionaries believed that by supplanting
capitalism with socialism, sources of racial inequality would be removed.12 Accordingly, revolutionaries
approached Cuba’s racial problem from an economic deterministic perspective without directly
addressing racism in all its forms. Though racial inequality decreased after the Revolution, racial issues
did not disappear and eventually worsened during Cuba’s “Special Period.”
Many scholars have discussed and analyzed why racial inequality persisted in Cuba after the
Revolution, despite economic, political, and social reforms initiated by Fidel Castro. De la Fuente
argued that racial inequality increased because of the lack of racial visibility in Cuba. The standard race
rhetoric in Cuba promoted the idea that Afro-Cubans benefitted the most from Revolutionary policies.
This meant racism and racial discrimination in Cuba were non-existent.13 Though Afro-Cubans
benefited from the Revolution, racism and racial discrimination were prevalent and increased during
Cuba’s “Special Period.”
De la Fuente, focusing on the social effects of the Cuban Revolution during the “Special
Period” argues that while Afro-Cubans generally benefited economically from Revolutionary policies,
social problems nonetheless persisted. The Revolutionary government under Fidel Castro did not target
Afro-Cubans with its social policies. Still, the development program inaugurated by the postrevolutionary state created social mobility that was seized by the Afro-Cuban community.14 The
emigration of large numbers of white middle-and-upper-class Cubans following the Revolution
facilitated this process. Many of these held managerial positions.15 Their emigration created an
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occupational vacuum that was subsequently filled by populations that had been traditionally underrepresented in white-collar employment structures.16 In this regard, it is important to note that some of
the employment benefits accruing to Afro-Cubans were accidental and not a result of policies tailored
for their needs. Cuban Revolutionaries wanted to build a colorblind society because they viewed racial
discrimination was a product of US led imperialism and capitalism.17 Policies made during the
Revolution, such as the literacy campaign, were for the betterment of all groups within Cuba. AfroCubans saw the highest growth rate in labor because they were the group that faced the most economic
inequality. These policies were also highly successful, as twenty seven percent of governmental
management positions at the national level were occupied by Afro-Cubans and ‘mulattos’ in 1986,
which was proportionate to their overall population.18
Despite these improvements, racial inequality continued due to various structural limitations.
De la Fuente argued that the legitimization of dollars in the Cuban economy exacerbated racial
inequality within Cuba. When the dollar was reintroduced in Cuba in the 1990s, its value increased in
the Cuban economy. Cubans received dollar currency from two sources: family remittances and links
to the Cuban dollar economy, primarily in the tourism sector.19 For Afro-Cubans, the possibility of
receiving dollars through family remittances was limited due to the emigrating group’s racial
composition after the Cuban Revolution. According to the 1990 Census, 85.3 percent of Cuban
immigrants living in the US identified themselves as white, so most family remittances were likely to end
up in the hands of white Cubans.20
Another Cuban scholar, Sarah Blue, agreed with De La Fuente’s point about the deterioration
of racial equality in Cuba. However, Blue pushed De La Fuente’s argument further by analyzing how
the reintroduction of the dollar disproportionately affected black and mulatto Afro-Cubans in the
tourism industry. Given the lack of existing scholarship on racial inequality during the Special Period,
Blue relied on interviews with 334 families that lived in Havana to assess the impact of post-1993
economic reforms. Due to the disintegration of the socialist trading block in the early 1990s, economic
reforms limited the Cuban government’s power to influence racial inequality.21 The increase of socialist
policies caused racial inequality to decrease due to increasing opportunities for Afro-Cubans in
education and labor. Like De la Fuente, Blue argues that Revolutionary policies were not solely aimed
towards Afro-Cubans. Because of this approach and the lack of discourse about race, Revolutionary
leaders did not probe the structural base of Cuba’s racial issues. So, when Cuba returned to a semicapitalistic economy during the Special Period, pre-Revolutionary racial discrimination and inequality
returned. The dollarization of the Cuban economy aided this.
While racial discrimination was commonplace in Cuba before the Special Period, racial
discrimination increased and manifested itself in Cuba’s tourism industry. Afro-Cubans were largely
dependent on the tourism industry for income and access to the dollar economy. Tourism employment
was desirable because foreigners brought US dollars. Blue notes that the type of racial discrimination
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that occurred during the Special Period was institutional, which allowed prejudiced Cubans to maintain
a “glass ceiling” for Afro-Cubans and women.22 To accommodate dollarization, the Cuban government
had to change hiring practices for foreign establishments. In 1996, the Cuban government passed a
resolution for foreign hiring practices which included a measure of “suitability” in its criteria for
selecting and dismissing workers.23 Creating “suitability” criteria for foreign establishments gave the
authority to decide what was suitable, and, in many cases, being suitable equated to being lighterskinned. From testimonials and the visible absence of Afro-Cubans in tourist establishments, Blue
concluded that hotel managers preferred to hire white Cubans and Afro-Cubans saw them as an
undesirable labor group in that industry.24 Because whiteness was desired in the tourism industry’s hiring
practices, dark-skinned Cubans were barred from professional jobs.25 Jobs in the tourism industry that
dealt with foreigners were more likely to be given to lighter-skinned Cubans because foreigners felt
“more comfortable” working with lighter-skinned Cubans than with darker-skinned Cubans.26 The
exclusion of Afro-Cubans from participation in the dollar economy caused them to seek access to dollars
from informal types of employment within the tourism industry.
III. (Mis)Representations of Black Women in Cuba’s Tourism Industry
The reintroduction of the dollar in Cuba’s Special Period, paired with racial discrimination,
forced Afro-Cubans to seek alternative sources of money, which came from informal employment in
the tourism industry. From this emerged jineterismo, a term that referred to sex work.27 The term is
specific to the Special Period context in Cuba and the decline of the Cuban economy because of the
collapse of the Soviet Bloc.28 The origin for the term jineterismo is unknown. However, the term is
colloquially understood as ‘hustling for dollars,’ which refers to any activity outside salaried
employment.29 Some scholars argue that black Cuban women were especially susceptible to
participating in jineterismo because of the intersectionality of their race, gender, and class, which formed
a “triple disadvantage” in Cuba’s Special Period.30 While some Cubans believe that race is not a factor in
whether a person engages in jineterismo, many argue that most jineteras are black and ‘mulata’ because
black women in Cuba are disproportionately poor due to the continuance of the rigid racial hierarchy. 31
This racial hierarchy enabled black Cubans to utilize and manipulate their bodies as a mechanism for
social mobility.
The hyper-sexualization and manipulation of black female bodies in Cuba began in Cuba’s
colonial era, as black women were more likely to be labeled as prostitutes based on sexual stereotypes.
From the foundation of the colonial state, women’s bodies were controlled and regulated. Due to
European racial and gendered conceptualizations of “honor,” black women in Cuba were labeled as
sexually deviant because they did not embody racial and gender norms that the state used to regulate
public spaces and social status.32 In the European context, “honor” was subject to family respectability,
inheritance, and social status, which were typically controlled and reinforced through marriage. 33
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Conceptualizations of “honor” were racialized because of the Spanish antecedent of limpieza de la
sangre, which was the idea of racial ‘cleanliness of blood.’34 The Spanish used it as a mechanism to
maintain racial superiority.35 The Church, which had established itself in Cuba after the Spanish
colonization, had strict marriage requirements which ensured the maintenance of “pure” lineages.36 In
turn, these requirements ensured that racial segregation by categorizing inter-racial union as the
contamination of a lineage. Cuban colonial society also wanted to achieve blanqueamiento, an
ideological practice that aimed for societal whiteness, so it would have been beneficial for women of
color to marry white men.37 However, there was a legal ban on interracial marriages, so marriages could
not provide social mobility and respectability for black women.38 Due to this, women of color were
marked as undesirable and dishonorable in Cuban society, which led to their marginalization.
Additionally, women of color were subjected to negative stereotypes, which labeled them as “innately
promiscuous and sexually licentious.”39 Negative images of black women soon became canonized in
popular imagination, and they were labeled as “erotic and seductive.” 40 These connotations of black
women as naturally erotic further marginalized women of color.
The hyper-sexualization of black women continued throughout Cuba’s republican era and into
the Cuban Revolution. During the Cuban Revolution, the Cuban state began its education initiative,
aiming to erase education inequality. The education campaign included prostitutes too. 41 However,
dominant racist theories against black women were weaved into prostitute re-education campaigns. For
example, studies about prostitutes from state health institutions included racist ideas that linked ‘rising
exacerbated libidos’ and the ‘sluttyness and licentiousness’ of women of color to biological-racial
factors.42 The difference between prostitution and jineterismo came from this re-education, as jinerteras
were educated, cultured, healthy, empowered, and ‘cleaner’ women.43 However, black jineteras were not
viewed in the same way as lighter-skinned jineteras due to the hyper-sexualization and marginalization
of black Cuban women. Ultimately, black jineteras were forced to participate in jineterismo because
they were racially discriminated against when seeking employment in more professional tourism sectors
since whiteness was a threshold for professionality.
While black women in Cuba were deemed overtly sexual by the state and Cuban society, Cuba’s
tourism industry presented these racial and sexual stereotypes to tourists as entertainment, which further
marginalized them. Tourism in Cuba fetishized and commodified black bodies by perpetuating racial
fantasies, which were rooted in desire and exoticism.44 Black jinetera bodies were physical commodities
that were to be bought and consumed by white male tourists, which played into the racial stereotype of
black women being sexually licentious.45 In addition, the tourism industry sold racialized images of black
women in packaged forms. Most popularly, black female figurines are sold by tourist vendors in Havana.
These figures are typically dressed in colonial-era dresses with aprons tied around the waist. The figures
also wore matching headscarves and gold-colored hoop earrings. They were available in tourist shops
across the island.46 Black female identity was tied to the element of the exotic, tropical environment of
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Cuba. This image of black women has been presented to outsiders throughout Cuban history. In an
article published in 1957, Carteles Magazine showed the image of an unbothered, wide-hipped black
woman, carrying fruit in a basket balanced on her head.47 Issued during the Revolution, this poster
intended to highlight the stereotype of the strong black woman, one that did not need assistance or was
not aided by her society, even though this was not her reality.
Other images of blackness are also on display during this time. Carved wooden statues depict
the “smiling and ever-available mulata,” usually wearing a skin-tight dress that emphasized her hips,
breasts, and “bulbous lips.”48 Another image of black women in Cuba is that of a “mammy,” a short,
dark-skinned woman wearing a headwrap, a popular image on nineteenth-century marquillas, or
tobacco wrapping paper.49 “Mammy” figures originated in the United States. However, Cuba had a
Caribbean version, equipped with a headwrap. These dark-skinned mammy figures were represented as
the mother of the light-skinned mulata, who were depicted as highly desirable and alluring. 50 It implies
that the dark-skinned woman is the sexual partner of the white man; however, she is never his wife.51
This leads to the conclusion that dark-skinned women in Cuba are desired as sexual beings yet socially
less desirable.
The Cuban state plays a direct role in the selling of figurines that depict caricatures of black
women. Tourist vendors must receive permission to license goods from the Office of the City Historian
of Havana (OHCH) before vendors can sell goods.52 Additionally, figurines are sold in museum gift
shops, which places them as representations of Cuban history.53 The Cuban state presented these
racialized representations of black women as representations of Cuba itself. It pushed ideas to the Cuban
tourist, who was most likely vacationing in Cuba for pleasure, of black Cuban women’s readiness and
availability to serve any sexual needs and desires. Because of Cuba’s re-dollarization, black Cuban
women were forced to participate in the same industry that exploited them for monetary gain. Just
outside of the doors of these tourist vendors were the real women behind the caricatures being sold,
silenced for the pleasure of tourists who do not want to see the reality of their visits. These women sold
their bodies and their identities without having the opportunity to speak their histories to those who
consumed it. Afro-Cuban women had to find alternative ways to reconstruct their identities on a global
scale.
IV. (Re)Creations of Afro-Cuban Women Identity Through Film and Literature
Black consciousness movements in Latin America and the Caribbean Diaspora created
“renewed interest in black identity, histories, and voices,” all of which had previously excluded black
women.54 Most understandings of black women focused on external features rooted in representations
of black women as objects. These movements enabled black women to assert their identities as black, as
women, and as Cuban. The most prominent ways in which black women showcased their histories have
been through film and literature. Exploring black identities through film and literature gave black
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women the opportunity to creatively show Cuba from their perspective without the Cuban state’s
interference, which did not accept racial discourse in any form because racial ideology was discouraged.
These pieces of film and literature are recreations of the lives and narratives of Afro-Cuban women.
V. De Cierta Manera: Giving a Voice to Afro-Cuban Women and Their Struggles
Sara Gomez, an Afro-Cuban filmmaker, paved the way for Afro-Cuban women to establish
their identities outside of the one curated by the Cuban state. Gomez made several films, most of which
exposed the Cuban government’s contradictions after the Revolution and showed the struggles that
black women continued to face in post-Revolutionary Cuba. Gomez was born to a middle-class black
family in Havana in 1943.55 Because she grew up surrounded by Afro-Cuban professionals and black
culture, it caused her to create films that questioned class and race distinctions among all Cubans,
including black people and mulatos.56 By the time of her premature death in 1973, she had directed
fifteen short documentaries and one feature film as ICAIC’s (Instituto Cubano de Arte e Industria
Cinematograficos) first black female director, in a space which had previously prohibited the
participation of black women.57 Her 1977 feature film, De cierta manera (One Way or Another), is
viewed as one of the first non-Western feminist films to come out of the “third world” to criticize
patriarchy.58 The film intermixed documentary-style footage with fictional shots, using trained actors in
scenes with locals to imitate people’s everyday lives in post-Revolutionary Cuba.
While Western film critics know De cierta manera to be a feminist film, it also contains many
aspects of female Afro-Cuban lives after the Revolution. The film centers around the development of
poor, rural communities during the housing development process. During this process, housing in poor
communities were torn down in exchange for newer, more modern living spaces. Though housing was
transformed for poor Cubans, it did not change everyday living for its inhabitants. Because the Cuban
state did not address racial discrimination as a possible source of poverty, they believed that erecting new
housing in more impoverished areas would solve economic inequality. However, this was not the case.
Gomez pointed out the flaws in this system and the hardships Afro-Cuban women faced when dealing
with Revolutionary policies, particularly the literacy campaign.
De cierta manera follows Yolanda, a fair-skinned grade-school teacher working in an
impoverished area in post-Revolutionary Cuba as she tries to assert her independence in a patriarchal
society. Yolanda comes from a middle-class background, with a relatively stable working-class family.
She had the opportunity to attend a university and was assigned a teaching post in Havana’s Miraflores
neighborhood.59 Yolanda struggled to adjust to teaching, and some of her students were failing their
courses. In one scene, Yolanda was seen speaking with the mother of an Afro-Cuban second-grade
student named Luis. Yolanda explained to the mother, Mercedes, that Luis would fail the courses, and
would not progress to the next grade. His mother responds that Luis had failed the second grade three
times before that year.60 This scene is particularly interesting because of the interactions between
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Yolanda and Luis' mother, Mercedes. Yolanda does not understand why Luis keeps failing his courses
and attributes his failing to Mercedes not caring about Luis’s education when she asks why Mercedes
“didn’t keep after him about his studies.”61 It causes conflict between the teacher and the student’s
mother, as Yolanda lacks background about Luis’s home life, which is a primary cause of his repeated
failing.
The lack of social understanding is critical in the scene, as Yolanda was speaking from the point
of privilege as a teacher from a middle-class background. As the scene continues, Mercedes explains her
hardships to Yolanda. Like other marginalized Afro-Cuban women, Mercedes was responsible for
providing for her family as the household head. She explains to Yolanda that she wakes up early and deals
with terrible public transportation on her way to work.62 After work, she comes home, makes dinner,
and does laundry for her eleven children.63 Mercedes did not have enough time for individual lessons
with Luis. Even with this explanation, Yolanda fails to understand Mercedes’ situation. While poor,
Afro-Cuban children in Cuba were able to receive equal education opportunities, it did not change their
social conditions, which often hindered their chances of success. By highlighting the hardships that
Afro-Cuban women continued to face after the Revolution, Sara Gomez was able to push back against
Revolutionary rhetoric of Cuba being a color-blind society. In sum, De cierta manera showed that
beautiful housing does not eliminate ugly situations.
VI. Contributions of Afro-Cuban Women Explored Through Gloria Rolando Films
Contemporary female Afro-Cuban filmmakers, such as Gloria Rolando, have made landmark
films that have recreated female Afro-Cuban identities through storytelling. Like Sara Gomez, Rolando
also makes documentary films that cast light on the lives of Afro-Cuban people. Rolando’s films have
focused on aspects of Afro-Cuban identity and culture throughout Cuba’s history, ranging from
religion, Afro-Cuban political life, and, more recently, Afro-Cuban cultural and national contributions.
In particular, Rolando’s film Dialogue with my Grandmother (2015) explored representations of
contemporary Afro-Cuban women outside of the models given to them through the postRevolutionary, dual economy policies of the Special Period.
Dialogue with my Grandmother was based on Rolando’s conversations with her grandmother,
Inocencia Leonarda Armas y Abrea. The film has a blend of Rolando’s narration and the taped
recording of Inocencia speaking about her life. Though the movie was released in 2015, the film features
Inocencia’s audio from 1993, when Rolando initially interviewed her. 64 The film challenges negative
conceptions of Afro-Cuban women through the narrative of Rolando’s grandmother: her labor, her
contributions to family, and contributions to Cuba as a whole. Rolando’s grandmother’s account of
Cuba also mentions the Cuban tourism industry and how Afro-Cuban women became toys for tourists,
especially tourists from the United States. In the final scene, Rolando concludes that the tourism
industry was destroying her grandmother’s image by producing sexual caricatures of Afro-Cuban
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women. These caricatures represented Afro-Cuban women, which Rolando shows through the film, is
a wildly inaccurate representation. In an interview with TRM Video, Rolando explained that tourist
images of black people in Cuba contradict their reality.65 She further explained that contemporary Cuba
has many intellectuals, scholars, filmmakers, and other artists that should be representing the country.
However, these racist representations remain the face of black Cubans today.
VII. Formation Through Literature: Personal Narratives and Poems
Afro-Cuban women also represented themselves through literature. Personal narratives, such as
Reyita: The Life of a Black Cuban Woman in the Twentieth Century, serve as testimonies of the everyday
lives of black women in Cuba and how their triple identities shape their lives. This narrative is about
Maria de los Reyes Castillo Bueno (1902-1997), also known as Reyita, an Afro-Cuban woman in the
20th century. Her narrative provides the history of pre-Revolutionary Cuba and the history of AfroCuban women’s struggle through the eyes of a poor, black woman who experienced it. This type of
narrative is underrepresented in Cuban culture and history because Afro-Cuban women have been
disregarded because of their ‘triple identities.”
In many instances throughout her testimony, Reyita describes Afro-Cuban women’s struggle
and how racial problems persisted after the Revolution. While Afro-Cuban women became more
educated after the Revolution, many still worked as “maids, dock workers, [and] slaves.” 66 She further
explains that black girls did not receive employment in offices because employers favored white girls. 67
To have black skin was a disadvantage in Cuban society, especially for black women. Disadvantages,
such as being unable to receive professional employment, are why Reyita chose to marry a white man
instead of a black man. Reyita explains that black men “had almost no possibilities of getting ahead” and
were likely to face discrimination.68 This was also the case for black women, who worked as servants,
laundresses, or “[fell] into prostitution.”69 By marrying a white man, Reyita provided her future children
and grandchildren with the possibility of achieving social and economic mobility because being lighterskinned was favored in Cuban society. Though she faced many setbacks, Reyita was able to achieve
social mobility. Ultimately, Reyita’s narrative showcases the lives of Afro-Cuban women from a hidden
perspective in Cuban society. Her struggles and sacrifices are testimony to how black women in Cuba
found ways to challenge the racist and patriarchal society surrounding them.
In addition to personal narratives, poems written by Afro-Cuban women have challenged
representations of blackness. For Georgina Herrera, poems became a vessel in which she could find her
identity and culture. Herrera strove to find an environment that would support her creative efforts from
a young age due to her lack of formal education and unsupportive patriarchal household.70 She left her
home and met other Afro-Cuban writers, who helped her establish herself as a poet. Herrera’s writing
addresses themes of gender and race with an Afro-centric perspective. In many of her poems, she
recovers her ethnic legacy and cultural identity while paying homage to her ancestors and Africa. 71
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Identity and cultural memory are two aspects of memory that constitute an essential element in
marginalized communities that must “fight for recognition and affirmation against racism and sexism.”72
In her poem, Golpeando la memoria (First Time Before the Mirror), Herrera told the story of
her revival of cultural memory, which drove her to experience a breakthrough of identity. In the poem,
Herrera writes about staring at an African relic and finding herself in it. She notes that the relic is “the
clearest mirror” and that its face is “only one and belongs to both” herself and the relic.73 From this line,
the narrative merges the connection between the relic and the writer. Herrera began to describe the relic
and herself as one being, which symbolizes her reconnection to her African heritage and her
reconnection to the self. This is a critical aspect of the poem because Afro-Cuban women did not have
the opportunity to publicly voice their own representations of self.
Further, because of Cuba’s nationalist ideology during their fight for independence, black Cuba
was not allowed to become its own body. They were just Cubans, forced to relinquish their African
identity. A striking line of the poem is Herrera “reclaiming that right.” 74 In writing this line, Herrera
reclaimed her right to an identity, which Afro-Cubans had been denied. She was also reclaiming the
right to explore her African heritage. Golpeando la memoria was written in 2006, a time after the Special
Period. In addition to the tourism industry selling Afro-Cuban bodies, it also sold Afro-Cuban culture.
Herrera writing about reclaiming her identity is about reclaiming African culture from those who sold
it to tourists as entertainment. Aviva Chomsky writes about how Afro-Cuban culture became a tourist
attraction in Cuba’s tourism sector.75 Many tourists sought Afro-Cuban dance performances and
religious ceremonies.76 Afro-Cubans performed their ethnicity, which came at a cultural cost. By writing
this poem, Herrera encouraged other Afro-Cubans to take back their culture, form their own identities,
and embrace it.
VIII. New Ways of (Re)Establishing Afro-Cuban Identities in Contemporary Cuba
Today, Afro-Cuban women continue to find creative ways to create new identities for
themselves and reconnect to their African roots, as well as with other Afro-Cuban women. In music,
Afro-Cuban women have been banding together to break barriers in African drumming. In 2014, AfroCuban drummers decided to break into the male-dominated percussion industry. A video from the
Associated Press focuses on Cuba’s first all-female bata orchestra, Obini Bata, the Yoruban term for
women.77 The bata, an African drum, was traditionally made to be played only by men.78 In the video,
Afro-Cuban women are seen drumming and dancing, challenging patriarchal attitudes, and making
their presence felt, which is a sharp contrast from the Special Period era. Other creations of the female
Afro-Cuban identity have been forming through the internet. Using the internet, Afro-Cuban women
are finding new ways of connection. Sandra Alvarez, the creator of the blog, Negra cubana tenia que ser
(The Black Cuban Women Has to Be), wanted to find a way to connect other Afro-Cuban women who
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have had to fight “being discriminated against as a black woman.” 79 Her blog serves as a space for AfroCuban women to congregate and discuss racial issues and sexual diversity.
IX. Conclusion
The Special Period in Cuba and the reopening of Cuba’s tourism industry sold hypersexualized
images of black women while erasing the real lives and narratives of the Afro-Cuban women behind
them. While racial discrimination is still present in Cuba, Afro-Cuban women have found creative
avenues to engage in racial discourse and recreate their identities. With the use of film and literature, and
internet resources, Afro-Cuban women have found new ways of connectivity, which has challenged the
“triple discrimination” of their identities, celebrating themselves and their histories along the way.
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